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On Jan. 10, Arnoldo Aleman of the rightist Alianza Liberal took the oath of office, succeeding
Violeta Barrios de Chamorro (1990-1997) as president of Nicaragua. As he begins his term of office,
Aleman faces the considerable challenge of moving the country out of desperate poverty and high
unemployment while facing stiff opposition in the legislature. In a close and bitterly fought race
last Oct. 20, Aleman defeated former president Daniel Ortega Saavedra (1979-1990) of the Frente
Sandinista de la Liberacion Nacional (FSLN). Official results were not announced for more than a
month after the elections because of accusations of widespread fraud and irregularities (see NotiSur,
10/25/96 and 11/15/96).
In his inaugural speech, Aleman promised Nicaraguans that he will confront the "economic and
social challenges" facing the Central American country. The 50-year-old former mayor of Managua
said he will address the country's unemployment problems, open markets to investment, and
promote agricultural production and new credit policies. He also called on the Sandinistas to work
with his government to find solutions and to drop what he describes as "inflexible, imposing, or
triumphant attitudes." "We want a political opposition that is democratic, critical, constructive,
and, above all, patriotic," said Aleman. The Sandinistas did not attend the inauguration, since they
consider the government "illegitimate."
And, according to a CID-Gallup poll, nearly 40% of Nicaraguans are convinced that some fraud
occurred in the vote count last October. In another deviation from normal protocol during the
inauguration, the presidential sash was handed to Aleman by the new president of the Asamblea
Nacional, Ivan Escobar Fornos, rather than by outgoing president Chamorro. Chamorro declined to
hand Aleman the sash since she considers him a collaborator of former dictator Anastasio Somoza,
who was responsible for the assassination of her husband, Pedro Joaquin Chamorro.
As Aleman begins his five-year term in office, he faces monumental problems, including a crippled
economy, widespread unemployment, sporadic violence especially in the countryside, and the
threat that thousands of Nicaraguans who left during the US-backed contra war will be forced to
return under new US immigration laws. Just after Christmas, Aleman's transition team said the
new president would have to lay off 13,000 state employees as part of the agreements Chamorro
made with international lenders. However, to comply with legal severance pay and indemnity
requirements, Aleman will have to ask for additional foreign funding, since the government lacks
the necessary funds to carry out the layoff.
Despite the commitment to lay off workers, Aleman's social action minister, Jamilet Bonilla, said
the new administration hopes to create 218,000 permanent and temporary jobs within the first five
months, before the agricultural cycle begins in Nicaragua. Bonilla said that, to achieve that goal,
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the administration would request special funds to support the Programa de Empleos Comunales
(PEC), a job-creation program. Another major problem Aleman now faces is how to move forward
despite the opposition of the FSLN, which controls more than a third of the legislature. Since neither
Aleman's Alianza Liberal nor the FSLN has a majority in Congress, they must work together if
the nation is ever to emerge from decades of political and economic chaos. As Aleman took office,
parliament was in turmoil after the FSLN walked out of the opening session of the Assembly. The
Sandinista bloc, made up of 36 deputies more than a third of the 93-seat body left in mid-session on
Jan. 9 when their request for a secret ballot for the election of Assembly leaders was rejected.
In the session, Aleman's Alianza Nacional obtained the support of the small parties to defeat the
FSLN for the assembly leadership. Escobar Fornos of the Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC),
the largest party within the Alianza Liberal, won the Assembly presidency with the support of 56 of
the deputies. The PLC also won the first and third vice presidencies and the first secretary post. The
Sandinistas accused Aleman of "bribing" independent deputies to gain control of the legislature and
set up a virtual dictatorship. "We are going to carry out a nonviolent opposition, but we see violence
against barrio residents in the offing," said Ortega, referring to threats from members of the Aleman
administration to evict people living in houses they acquired during the Sandinista government,
referred to as "the pinata."
Following the inauguration, Aleman and Ortega met to discuss national economic and political
problems, including the FSLN demand that the new administration respect the land reforms
implemented and property titles given during the Sandinista government. Although Aleman has
promised not to evict poor people from properties they received from the Sandinistas, he has said
that resolving the thorny issue of titles to confiscated properties will be a priority. Earlier, on Jan.
8, the Supreme Court increased tensions between the FSLN and the new administration when it
overturned dozens of laws passed in November and December by the Sandinistas, with the support
of minority parties (see NotiSur, 12/20/96).
The measures included benefits for lawmakers and the elections of a human rights ombud and a
central bank president. Aleman was opposed to many of the laws. Chamorro applauded the court's
9-3 vote in favor of abrogating the laws, while Sandinista Deputy Rafael Solis said it "broke down
constitutional order," and the FSLN daily newspaper Barricada called it "a blow to democracy." As
she prepared to turn over the presidency, Chamorro received warm accolades for her achievements.
Chamorro, who entered political life after the assassination of her husband, successfully led the
country through a period of major transition. She played a pivotal role in the relative pacification of
the country, achieving the demobilization of more than 20,000 contras, drastically reducing the size
of the army, and ending the much hated military draft. Chamorro also put an end to hyperinflation,
reducing it from 13,490% in 1990 to 12.1% in 1996. Similarly, the national economy registered an
annual growth rate of 5% in 1996, and the foreign debt fell from US$12 billion in 1989 to US$3.5
billion because of her administration's success in renegotiating or canceling much of the debt.
Servicing the debt, however, is still a heavy burden for the national economy, swallowing up US
$250 million each year (see EcoCentral: Central American Economy and Sustainable Development,
08/22/96). "Dona Violeta put herself above the mechanisms and snares of power, with good grace, a
bit of wiliness, and more intelligence than many would like to believe," said Sergio Ramirez, author
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and vice president during Ortega's presidency. "And she showed that to govern, what is needed is
not arrogance, but simplicity."
Despite their respect for Chamorro, however, most Nicaraguans consider that she did little or
nothing to resolve the crucial problems of unemployment and poverty. According to official
figures, unemployment has risen from 44.3% when Chamorro took office to 52.8% now. Poverty is
estimated at 60% of the urban population and 70% of the rural population. Chamorro plays down
the importance of these social problems. "Poverty and unemployment were around in Somoza's
time and they were around under the Sandinistas," said Chamorro. "What has happened is that
now they are more noticeable." (Sources: Inter Press Service, 12/26/96, 01/07/97, 01/09/97, 01/10/97;
United Press International, 01/08/97, 01/10/97, 01/11/97, 01/13/97; Spanish news service EFE,
01/06/97, 01/15/97, 01/16/97)
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